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Communications mission/objectives

To support the Council’s mission and objectives through effective internal and external communications:

· Promote greater understanding of the Council and its work;

· Provide internal and external stakeholders with relevant, timely and accurate information;

· Support registrants in understanding and implementing best practice;

· Enable staff and members to work together more effectively;

· Embed and enhance communications skills and structures across the organisation;

· Advise and support the organisation to avoid unnecessary risks to its reputation;

· Facilitate constructive dialogue between the Council and its stakeholders and partners;

· Support stakeholder (including public) involvement in policy development and decision-making;

· Enhance the Council’s profile, reputation and influence across all stakeholder groups, including government;

· Position the Council as a leading player in eye care and health regulation;

· Promote public awareness of the importance of eye care and the role of regulation; and 

· Reflect and support strategic priorities across the core functions.

Analysis of Council strategic priorities 

The Council’s strategic planning framework sets out key objectives and tasks over the short and medium term including:

· Responding to/implementing UK government policies for healthcare regulation – revalidation, and changes in governance, investigation, adjudication etc;

· Addressing the challenges and opportunities of devolution;

· Addressing the challenges and opportunities of Europe, and implementing European Directives;

· Planning to ensure the optical workforce and eye care services meet the health needs of the UK public; and 

· Responding to changes in professional practice, and changing professional boundaries.

Across the board, the Council’s strategic priorities have implications for the communications strategy and approach.

· Implementing further legislative change will require good two-way communications with registrants, in addition to ongoing dialogue with partners in optics and government.

· Policy development work will demand effective consultation mechanisms to involve all relevant stakeholder groups in the process from ideas generation to decision making.

· Keeping pace with changes in UK eyecare will mean the GOC needs to develop and nurture relationships with the devolved assemblies and departments of health, with NHS and private providers and with new public and professional groups.

· Explicit recognition of the GOC as a public interest body will demand increased effort and resources for public information and involvement.

Current communications strengths and weaknesses

Some work has been done to establish written and visual standards and core corporate statements to help with portraying a clear image and purpose for the Council. Additional development is needed to further establish and reinforce a coherent, professional visual identity. The strategic planning framework has established a structure to explain the relationships between the mission, values strategic priorities and activity and projects in different areas needs. The framework now needs to be more integrated into operational communications and planning processes.

Regular internal newsletters have improved awareness of activities and issues across the Council. However, there remains a gap in effectively communicating the ‘bigger picture’. More regular staff meetings and targeted briefings are needed to address gaps in understanding. Members have benefited from increased access to information and working of other committees through the members’ website. More work is needed on processes to share key debates and decisions from committees and working groups across the member body, and to ensure a shared understanding of issues and risks across the Council.

Key publications (the Bulletin and Annual Report) have been refreshed and relaunched, and anecdotal evidence suggests they have been well received. More structured user feedback is required to ensure that they are developed effectively. Work has already been done to ensure the website is a useful resource for Council news and information, and to establish a strategy for its future development. The planned redesign and relaunch should begin to realise the benefits outlined in the strategy. Some new channels may be needed to respond to new objectives and audience groups.

The Council has strong existing relationships with the UK optical bodies and optical press. The communications team need to continue to build on these relationships to proactively communicate key messages within the professions and sector, and to make the most of opportunities to work cooperatively to reach patients and the public.

Communications with registrants have improved, with discrete communications plans delivered to support priority issues in 2006-7, including CET, student registration and Council elections. There has been some communication at the strategic level to explain the overall direction and purpose of the organisation. The communications team need to continue to work closely with functional leads to support core functions and disseminate key messages to registrants. More opportunities are also needed for involvement and feedback, including opportunities to engage with Council staff and members face to face, to help to increase trust and understanding.

Communications with patients and the public remain limited. Contact with local and national media is mostly reactive. There are few opportunities for patients and the public to engage with the organisation outside the FTP complaints procedure. The Council does not have any existing market or perception research.

Communications strategy phase two, 2007-8
During the first stage of the communications strategy in 2005-6, the priority was to establish a range of core channels, structures/systems/procedures, and corporate statements and standards to serve as a platform for effective communications (the ‘toolkit’). 

Moving into the next phase, there is a need to reinforce and consoliate work done in the first phase. We need to increase the rigour of evaluation systems, and increase user feedback to ensure that new and existing channels are developed to effectively meet the needs of internal and external stakeholders. 

Communications should also ensure that stakeholders have more opportunities to contribute to policy development and decision-making. Better understanding of stakeholders’ awareness, perceptions and expectations of the Council should also feed into a more structured process for managing stakeholders’ expectations.

The Council should improve its management of reputational risk and begin to develop crisis communications plans and protocols.
Priority audiences

· Registrants need timely and accurate information about requirements.

· Internal stakeholders need to understand where they ‘fit’ within the bigger picture.

· Public and patients should have access to information about what to expect and how to complain.

· We also need to manage expectations of external stakeholders, particularly the optical bodies.

In the second phase, whilst maintaining the focus on registrants and internal audiences, we will lay the groundwork for improved communications with external stakeholders, including patients and the public.

Registrants

The Council should provide clear information about our intentions/purpose and requirements. More understanding is needed of registrants’ attitudes. Greater opportunities are needed for registrants to participate in policy debate and to provide feedback on Council decisions.
We will need to develop communications plans and support to:

· Encourage greater involvement in regulatory issues across the professions, and engage with new groups as possible future members of Council;

· Remove barriers to understanding in relation to standards;

· Explain registration requirements;

· Promote key objectives for continuing education and training for the second cycle, and prepare the professions for revalidation;
· Provide information and analysis of FTP investigations and outcomes to play a role in supporting good practice and ongoing learning; and
· Continue to promote the benefits of registration to students and inculcate professional standards.
Internal audiences

Members are responsible for the overall strategic direction and decision-making of the Council, therefore it is critically important that they are well informed about the effects and context of the GOC’s work. Improved member communications could play a significant part in ensuring that members’ time and expertise is used most effectively.

GOC staff need to engage with Council priorities, as well as to understand the immediate and wider impact of their work. Effective internal communications can result in improved efficiency, retention and customer service.

Communications should increasingly be seen as a corporate responsibility, with all staff and members playing their part. The communications team will need to ensure that staff and members have the tools to communicate effectively and help to embed best practice within the organisation.

Public and patients

The Council should step up efforts to provide the public with information about the eye care professions, and optical regulation and standards, within its overall mission to promote good eye health. Plans for patient information and campaigns will need to take into account resource and logistical limitations. Where possible, the Council should continue to explore opportunities to achieve our objectives through work with partner organisations, particularly the Eye Health Alliance.

We must ensure our processes and procedures are transparent and accessible to members of the public, people reporting concerns etc. The Council should consider a strategy to engage patients and the public with its policy and decision making. 
External stakeholders

Strong, effective partnerships exist with the other optical bodies, charities and some areas of government. These could be further improved through clearer positioning of the GOC’s role and objectives within the optical sector and more proactive communications. 

The Council needs to consider developing communications with other professional groups – eg orthoptists, ophthalmologists, and promoting inter-professional working. We should also build closer relationships with parliamentarians and decision-makers across the four UK governments.
In the context of significant regulatory reform, we may need to improve procedures to engage all stakeholder groups in consultations, as well as to manage our responses to incoming consultations.

Priority projects 2007-8

(See Communications workplan 2007-8 for detailed project breakdown)

There may be need for further discrete projects/plans to support implementation of government plans for healthcare regulatory reform, eg revalidation.

· Complete redesign and relaunch of GOC website;

· Design and carry out a survey of registrants;

· Develop a public and patient involvement strategy;

· Create risk and crisis management plans; and

· Develop and deliver public/consumer information and communications to support the mission and key objectives.
Values for communications work

As an organisation responsible for promoting high standards, it is important for the Council to maintain these in its own work. Council publications must be accessible, through adherence to good practice in written, visual and technical standards (eg plain English and W3C website accessibility).

· All communications will be reliable, consistent, timely, accessible, straightforward, jargon-free and customised wherever possible to the specific needs of target audiences. 

· Wherever possible, communications will be two-way, providing opportunities for response and feedback.

· Except where there is good reason not to, we will make public Council information, activities and proceedings.

Measures

We will continue to develop a range of qualitative and quantitative measures to gauge the effectiveness of communications, both from the existing baseline and by developing benchmarks against relevant sector organisations.

Appendices

· Appendix: Communications workplan 2007-8
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